Preventing driver error and motorcycle accident causation : by Brooks, Peter


Abstract 
Driver error rather than rider error has been highlighted as a major factor in 
powered-two wheeler (PTW) accidents. However, little work on understanding 
and preventing these driver errors has taken place. Previous research which has 
addressed the issue of driver involvement has focused upon increasing the 
conspicuity of the PTW or rider and has tended to ignore issues associated with 
car driver behaviour. 
A framework is presented which facilitates an understanding of driver error in 
interactions with PTWs. The concepts of Technical Awareness and Social 
Awareness are used to describe conditions which may predispose drivers to 
errors when interacting with PTWs. An empirical examination of the framework 
is presented, examining the relationship between lack of Technical andor Social 
Awareness and accident involvement. Relevant information was obtained from 
over 700 drivers involved in accidents with PTWs within 9 police divisions in 
England. This information was compared with responses to a random survey of 
over 1500 drivers sampled from the same area. 
The results indicate that some of the most important factors in PTW accidents 
may be accounted for by lack of driver Technical and Social Awareness. These 
findings have specific implications for the direction of hture research and 
countermeasure development and indicate where previous accident reduction 
efforts have been lacking. In particular, current emphasis on rider performance 
and rider conspicuity should be supplemented with direct consideration of 
drivers. It is concluded that using training and education to increase the Technical 
and Social Awareness of drivers would be an area of high potential effectiveness. 


1. Introduction and Overview of Report 
2. 
This report summarises an empirical investigation of car drivers involved in a road traffic 
accident with a powered two-wheeler (PTW). The investigation was conducted with the 
assistance of Bedfordshire, Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire and Thames Valley Police 
Forces and provides recommendations for future accident countermeasure development. 
The need for this work is described on the basis of the involvement and responsibility of 
other vehicle drivers in PTW accidents and the inadequacy of the predominant 
‘conspicuity approach‘ to driver involvement. In order to extend an understanding of 
driver error beyond that of the visibility problem associated with PTWs a new framework 
is introduced and provisional support from previous research described. 
This new approach formed the basis of the study to be reported, in which levels of 
awareness for PTWs were examined within accident-involved and non-accident-involved 
drivers and its importance for accident avoidance assessed. The results are discussed on 
the basis of the proposed framework for driver error and the need for the systematic 
development, implementation and evaluation of a driver awareness campaign. 
PTW Accidents: The problem of other vehicle driver 
error 
Many statistical summaries of PTW accidents have revealed a large involvement of other 
vehicle drivers. Moreover, there is a predominant assignment of responsibility to the 
motorist involved in the encounter. Taking one of the most recent comprehensive 
examples from an investigation of accidents in the United States, Hurt et al. (198 1) found 
that in as few as 20% of cases only motorcyclists were involved. Three out of every four 
of the reported accidents involved a collision with another vehicle and the opposing 
motorist was judged to be at fault in 65% of the cases. In Britain, Whitaker (1980) and 
Minter ( 1984) have emphasised that rider injuries arise primarily through interaction with 
other traffic. Also, from the evidence of Coroner’s inquests Whittington ( 198 1) 
concluded that the erron of other road users were the most significant individual cause of 
fatal PTW accidents. 
Despite conclusions of this nature there is a marked lack of research on driver error in 
relation to PTW accident causality and corresponding countermeasure development. This 
is because the majority of PTW safety work in which the involvement of the motorist is 
recognised has been carried out on the conspicuity of PTWs and their riders. In 
conspicuity research the role of the motorist is generally seen to be passive in nature; i.e., 
the motorist does not see the PTW prior to accident involvement and so the rider must 
become more conspicuous. As a result, safety work on the involvement of motorists has 
been directed away from the driver and towards the PTW and rider. Little attention has 
been given to the fact that driver ultimately caused the conflict situation and that this 


























































